Exercise and fetal health.
This is a brief review of current information dealing with the impact of maternal exercise on the well-being of the human embryo and fetus. It discusses the theoretical concerns and exercise variables involved in the interaction between exercise and fetal health and focuses on five areas of fetal health where some information is available describing the interaction in the human. These include embryonic development, fetoplacental growth, prematurity, indices of fetal stress/distress, and condition during labor and at birth. It concludes that well-conditioned women who continue a regular running or aerobics regimen in the peri-conceptual period and throughout pregnancy at levels that exceed current guidelines do not experience an increase in the incidence of failure to conceive, abortion, congenital abnormalities, abnormal placentation, premature rupture of the membranes or preterm labor. Although all their fetuses demonstrate a brisk elevation in heart rate post-exercise throughout pregnancy, they have a significant reduction in the incidence of 4 clinical markers of fetal stress/distress during labor. In addition, at the time of delivery, their % body fat is less than that of the control offspring (11 vs 16%) which accounts for over 70% of the observed 300 g reduction in birthweight. Finally, there is little evidence to suggest that the other exercise regimens studied to date have an adverse effect on fetal health.